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went on to win many more races.

ith my octogenarian year just off the
bow, I am somewhat shamefaced in
my personal appraisal of that 1945 Mackinac
Race on Blitzen—I suspect | was something
of a loud mouth. Still, it was an honor to
be among that gold-plated crew that blew
off the fleet in a wild 200-mile dash
for Mackinac.

[ seem to have forgotten many of the
crew members I have raced with over the
years but the names and faces of Blitzen’s 45
crew remain fresh in my mind. Ernie Grates,
a top sailor during the years he raced the
8-meter Shamrock, and Murray Knapp, a
non-sailor but a helluva cook in all kinds
of goings, bought Blitzen in 1944. Crewing
with them in 45 were Russ Pouliot, Bob
Bryant, Howard Girardin, Bob Scranton.
Jimmy Evsent, Norm Archer, Carl Muir,
Bill Noah and George E. Van.

[ distinctly recall that gray Saturday
morning on the Black River in 1945. As a
broken spreader was being replaced, I sat in
Blitzen's cockpit fielding caustic comments
from other boats; “when are you going to
get that packet organized?” ’

Well, we managed to get our “packet

“Vitesse”, Cletus Welling’s NY-32 withdrew not by choice in 1945, the roughcést of all Mackinacs. Later she was towed to deep water, repaired and

organized” and started in good order in a
northeast wind of 20 miles. Right from the
onset we were over on our ear when the
wind kicked up and the fleet of 44 starters
favored a starboard tack. There was a lift as
we closed with the beach, the other boats
had to tack off-shore while the close-winded
Blitzen skirted shoal water to keep her edge.

With winds up to 30 somewhere off of
Forester, we couldn’t find a lead line. Pouliot
improvised one, using a heavy wrench. As
he dropped it overboard, he yelled for us to
comeabout and Blitzen rolled over on to a
port tack, bouncing off the bottom into
good water.

We held to this board well into the
steamer lanes hurtling along at 7 to 8 knots
while solid water slammed along the deck,
throwing spray high into the mainsail.

The wind was around 40 now and
howling like hell unchained. We had to
shorten the sail before Blitzen was over-
powered. [ yelled to double reef the
main. . . Grates demurred—rather loudly, |
recall—and ordered up the storm mainsail.

With the lee rail awash, it was a devilish
job wrestling off the main. Gradually, the



stormmain, a beautiful, hand-sewn Ratsey,
snaked up the spar and was yanked out on
the boom.

But we still had too much sail and we
had to get off the east-northeast course and
head back to the Michigan shore.

With Lake Huron wrenching wildly
beneath us, two men perched on the stern
while trimming the wipe-rope genoa sheet in
an arduous tug-of-war.

Suddenly, there was a spine-snapping
crack—the steel wire in the jenny sheet had
parted. The heavy jenny mercilessly whip-
ped the foredeck crew before it was subdued
and lashed to the bow with vengeance. As
Grant, Girardin, Noah and Archer hoisted
the intermediate jib, they received cheers
from the cockpit.

At this time, the cockpit crew was
engaged in some minor heroics of their own:
Blitzen was going to windward, revealing her
starboard belly to the keel; the helmsman,
secured by a lanyard at his waist, looked
straight down as Blitzen’s tiller strained
against the seas. An hour on the stick was
about as long as any of us could drive with
any efficiency.

By keeping Blitzen offshore to avoid a
tack, Blitzen thundered by Harbour Beach
and the Rocky shore beyond Michigan’s
thumb. She drove into Saginaw Bay without
a hitch. This, in reflection, is when Blitzen
wrapped up the race.

PR L e i W e : e
Toot Gmeiner's “Apache”, a multiple Mackinac winner took Class
B honors in the rough '45 Mackinac. Toot’s sons, Skip and Doug,
still maintain Apache in her original splendor at the Detroit
Yacht Club.

It had been a night of horror and high
adventure; a “fascination in terror” someone
had called it. -

And the situation wasn’t much better as
the night lifted into a gray dawn.

[ remember that dawn at the helm; I
was lashed to windward by a lanyard, as
Blitzen charged north throwing spray high
and wide off her bow. I realize there is a
tendency to exaggerate wind velocity but it
really was blowing 40 as Blitzen hurtled
towards a patch of blue on the northern
horizon.

Pouliot siezed the moment and uttered
these unforgettable words, “Let’s get the big
jib up and start sailing this blowboat!” (With
a parted steel sheet wire?)

“Blitzen” owned by Ernie Grates and Murray Knapp, proved to
be the toughest by taking st to finish and st overall in the in-
famous 1945 Mackinac Race.
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Against his better judgment, Russ
splashed along the lee rail, grabbed the
broken ends and tied a square knot. Now
that’s Seamanship!

Moments later the “bullet-proof” jennie
went up taking the speedometer up a knot.

We were just off Thunder Bay Island
Sunday night when a leeward spreader
broke. Bryant was hoisted aloft with a spare
only to be ordered down by Grates who
feared for his life. Reach off...keeping her flat
on her bottom...Grates went aloft and half
an hour later the spare spreader was
working.

That Monday, just off the foot of Bob
Lo, our wind was gone and Blitzen slatted in
an old sea. It looked like the race was lost

until a Coast Guard patrol boat hailed us
over the horn:

“Why haven’t you used your radio?”

“Too busy sailing. How many boats
finished?”

“You're the first boat we’ve
seen—most everybody quit!”’

I can still hear the spontaneous outburst
evoked by that astounding news!

But the finish line was still 20 miles off.

As a light westerly stirred, Murray
Knapp tossed a quarter over the mainsail to
coax up a breeze.

A penny would have sufficed—ten
minutes later it was blowing a gaggard again.

Blitzen got her finish gun that Monday
afternoon to scanty cheers.

Out of 44 starters, only four other boats
stayed out to finish. Manitou, Jim Grove’s
59-footer, finished second more than 12
hours behind Blitzen after passing Toot
Gmeiner’s “Apache” in the final hours.
Vitesse the 1944 Mackinac winner “hit the
bricks” off of Forester and the crew climbed
off on the beach. Charley Buysse’s “Last
Straw” was the final finisher.

In the end, you have to rely on seaman-
ship and racing know-how to bring them
across the line. But I've also heard it said
that God looks after sailors and I like to
think we kept Him pretty busy during the
'45 Mackinac Island race, the roughest
Mackinac race of them all.

“Last Straw”, famous B.Y.C. racer of the 1950's was third of the
four finishers in the wild 1945 race.






